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Translator’s Foreword





ERIK Tawaststjerna’s study of Sibelius has occupied him for more than a decade. In its Finnish edition it will run to five volumes. The labour of writing a book on this scale in one language let alone two, is Herculean and the Finnish edition, though it has appeared first, is in fact a translation of the Swedish original. The present volume covers the period 1865–1905 and comprises the first two Finnish volumes. It also appears as one volume in Swedish and was published in Stockholm in 1968.


In preparing the present edition I have made a number of changes in consultation with the author consistent with the different needs of the Scandinavian and non-Scandinavian reader. The author also took the opportunity of recasting some sections and making other small revisions so that the edition does not correspond in all respects with the volume published in Stockholm.


There is an oft-quoted saying: ‘Translations are like women: if they are faithful, they are not beautiful, and if they are beautiful they are not faithful.’ Some women, of course, are both but I would not claim that this translation is either. Professor Tawaststjerna’s prose has a special character and personality all its own as well as the elegant flavour of the Swedish spoken in Finland, and is highly admired in Scandinavia. After some struggles I gave up trying to reproduce its distinctive quality and instead concentrated on the sense of what he was saying, attempting to phrase it in the kind of way that I imagined he might, had English been his mother tongue, in the hope that just a little of the personality might come across.


My grateful thanks are due to John Thomson for his invaluable suggestions in reading the manuscript, and to Judith Osborne for her help with proofreading.


In general we have tried to avoid footnotes and I have taken up the large majority of them as well as source references into the main body of the text.


R.L. 



















Author’s Preface





THE successive publication in three languages (Finnish, Swedish and now English) of a large-scale biographical and musical study of a great composer poses special problems. At the time of writing I have been concerned with the third volume of the Swedish edition; at the same time I have been studying a volume of sketches from the period 1914–16 which throws completely new light on the relationship between the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies; and while breaking off to put the finishing touches to the first volume of the English edition, I am grappling with the fourth Finnish volume. Thus, one of the problems is that with every new chapter one’s perspective alters; moreover further research reveals new material which has to be worked into chapters that have already been completed in one or other version. Certainly the insights I gained from studying the 1914–16 sketches prompted me to new thoughts about Sibelius’s creative processes and to modify my views about the Second Symphony, the discussion of which is entirely different from the Swedish and Finnish editions. I have also had the opportunity of briefly examining some of the material of the first version of the Violin Concerto since the very first edition of that chapter appeared.


During the years immediately after the composer’s death, I had the privilege of many conversations with his widow, Mme. Aino Sibelius at Järvenpää. She would receive me in the library of their villa, Ainola, and all the associations and moods conjured up by the atmosphere of the room, the murmuring of the forest outside, the sight of pictures and paintings, would unleash a flood of memories. Her thoughts would range from a painful episode at the time of the Seventh Symphony to the stormy times that so alarmed her during the time he was working—or rather should have been working—on the finale of the Violin Concerto. She would recall her elation in the early 1890s on seeing the first sketch of a theme from Kullervo which first opened her eyes to his genius; or her memory would travel further back to their very first encounter in the 1880s; or down to those very last September days in 1957 in the self-same library where he would ask her to sit up with him a little longer, usually until well after midnight. She would speak quietly but with a compelling intensity. Never for one moment did she emphasize her own role in their life together; at times she would reproach herself for some failing, for not having given him sufficient support, and would weep bitterly. It would not help for me to remind her of Sibelius’s own diary entry that she had always been behind him and part of his creative work. She was the personification of modesty and dignity. There were rare occasions when her eyes would blaze and her voice assume great firmness; and at such moments I could see something of her background. Her father was a general and so, too, was her mother’s grandfather; a portrait of him hangs alongside Kutuzov and other military heroes in the Eremitage while his son’s sculpture can be seen on the Anichkoff bridge. At times she would burst into laughter at some other past memory. This did not happen very often but when it did, I felt I could catch a fleeting glimpse of the seventeen-year-old with whom Jean Sibelius fell in love, a character almost from War and Peace, meek, poetic, incorruptible, and an aristocrat to her fingertips. Aino Sibelius died shortly before the midsummer of 1969 at the age of ninety-seven. It is only now that I am really conscious of what remarkable evenings these were, for they gave me not only invaluable insights into Sibelius’s life and character but brought to life a whole epoch of Finnish history in an extraordinarily vivid way.


Jean Sibelius’s daughters have placed every scrap of information in their possession at my disposal: sketches, letters, diaries, contracts, bills; and all this in spite of the relatively short time that has elapsed since his death. My debt to them all cannot easily be expressed in a few words. Mme. Eva Paloheimo, her father’s confidante in so many matters, was unstinting in her help; so, too, was Mme. Katarina Ilves, who told me much about his working methods and who is herself a fine exponent of his piano music; Mme. Margareta Jalas, who together with her husband, the conductor Jussi Jalas, have gone to enormous lengths to help me with my researches; Mme. Ruth Snellman who played the role of Ariel to Sibelius’s incidental music and Mme. Heidi Blomstedt who have both given me invaluable information about their parents’ home and life at Ainola.


It has been my good fortune to have as my translator, Robert Layton, himself the author of a fine study of the composer, for I owe him thanks for invaluable advice and help concerning the reworking of various parts of the book as well as many stimulating discussions. Similarly my thanks are due to my Swedish colleagues, Professor Ingmar Bengtsson and Dr. Bo Wallner for many useful ideas.


During my fourteen years working on this biography a large number of people and institutions have given me their help. Even if I cannot name each and every one in these pages, I have forgotten none. In Finland special thanks are due to Professor John Rosas, Director of the Sibelius Museum in Turku, Professor Jorma Vallinkoski, Chief Librarian of the University of Helsinki, Dr. Nils-Eric Ringbom, formerly Manager of the Helsinki City Orchestra, Mr. Kai Maasalo, Head of Music at the Finnish Radio, Dr. Erkki Salmenhaara and Per-Henrik Nordgren, both of whom gave me secretarial help during their university years. With Joonas Kokkonen, Paavo Berglund and Okko Kamu I have had numerous and fruitful discussions. My Finnish publishers, Otava, and their Head, Mr. Heikki Reenpää, have given me unstinting and loyal support. The Finnish State Commission for the Humanities, the Finnish Cultural Fund, the University of Helsinki, the Wihuri Foundation, the Oflund Foundation, Helander’s Foundation, the Finnish-Swedish Cultural Fund have given me scholarships without which much of my work could not have reached fruition.


Elsewhere in Scandinavia my thanks are due to the Royal Academy of Music, Stockholm, Professor Seve Ljungman, Dr. Gunnar Larsson, the Royal Library Stockholm, my Swedish publishers Bonniers Förlag, Stockholm, the Music Department of Sveriges Radio, the Royal Library, Copenhagen, and the University of Oslo Library. In England, Donald Mitchell has given me of his time and ideas and shown an unswerving interest in my work. Several publishers have been most helpful: Fazer, Helsinki, Wilhelm Hansen, Copenhagen, Robert Lienau, Berlin, the Staatsarchiv in Leipzig who possess Sibelius’s correspondence with Breitkopf und Härtel as well as a number of autograph manuscripts. My thoughts also go to those persons and institutions in otter countries who have been helpful: Professor Carl Dalhaus, Professor H. H. Stuckenschmidt, in West Berlin; Professor Georg Knepler, Deutsche Staatsbibliotek, Berlin (DDR); the Library of the Akademie für Musik und darstellende Kunst, Vienna, Stadtbibliotek, Vienna; Stadtbibliotek, Zurich; the Library of the Accademia Santa Cecilia, Rome; Professor Israel Nestiev, the Lenin Library, the Glinka Library in Moscow, the Library of the Rimsky-Korsakov Conservatory, Leningrad; Professor Leo Normet, Tallinn; Professor Paul Henry Lang, Columbia University; New York Public Library; Library of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra; Library of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, University of Athens (Georgia), Professor Jane Reti-Forbes, and many other colleagues and friends.


E.T.


Helsinki






















CHAPTER ONE


Lovisa and the family background





‘WHEN I shut my eyes I can picture in my mind a small town with one-storey barracks from the Swedish epoch. It is a late summer’s day between five and six in the afternoon some time during the 1820s. The sun is slowly sinking towards the horizon; an officer is visiting a family with two daughters, their mother and brother, and it is obviously not his first visit. They have been enjoying themselves, reading novels, playing the piano; there are geraniums in the window and the house is an old-fashioned one of considerable style. Tea is served and afterwards the party breaks up; they are all fond of each other and there is an atmosphere of real friendship, perhaps love.’


These lines come from an entry in Sibelius’s diary for 12–13 April 1915 and in them he sketches a picture of early nineteenth-century Finnish rural life that resembles in certain respects the Finland he himself knew as a child. The little town with the barracks could easily be the garrison town of Hämeenlinna (Tavastehus)1 in the heart of Finland where he was born and went to school. It could even more readily suggest Loviisa (Lovisa)1 the idyllic seafaring town where Sibelius often spent his holidays with his grandmother and aunt. In later years he often tried to relive the atmosphere of his grandmother’s home and savour the cherished childhood memories of Lovisa. The late summer atmosphere in the picture he draws, lends the scene a touch of melancholy that reminds one of Turgenev, whom Sibelius enthusiastically read in his youth. His aunt’s piano playing was for him inextricably linked with these early years and even the geraniums in the window fit into the picture in as much as eighty years later, memories of a visit to a haberdashery in Lovisa were strongly associated with the scent of geraniums.


With some slight retouches here and there, this could well pass for a scene from his grandparents’ daily life in their Lovisa home on a September afternoon in 1836, some three decades before his birth. Katarina Fredrika Sibelius, the composer’s grandmother is sitting in the drawing-room talking to a guest. She is about thirty-five, rather frail in appearance and small of stature. The two daughters of Sibelius’s diary entry do not however fit into context. There is only one girl, the four-year-old Evelina who barely comes up to the keyboard of the square piano. A boy of about sixteen, Pehr, is with his mother, and of his three brothers, the eldest has already been to sea as a shiphand, while Christian Gustaf is fourteen and away at school in the neighbouring town of Porvoo (Borgå). A visiting lieutenant bears a letter from Christian to his mother. The younger son, Edward, is in a sulky mood while the head of the house, Johan Sibelius is not in evidence. He is a merchant and a magistrate and rarely has time for social obligations.


Indeed, Johan Sibelius was the first urbanized member of the family which was of peasant origins and hailed from the country north of Lovisa. From the sixteenth century onwards his forefathers had farmed a plot of land at Artjävi (Artsjö) and his grandfather, Matts Mårtensson, the composer’s great-great-grandfather, moved in the middle of the eighteenth century to the south, to a neighbouring parish at Lapinjärvi (Lappträsk). Matts’ son married into the Sibbe family whose estate was only a couple of miles away and it was here at Sibbe that Johan Sibelius, the composer’s grandfather was born. In 1801, when he was sixteen, he left home to become an assistant to a shopkeeper with the name of Unonious and it was perhaps with his new employer’s example in mind that he also latinized his name from Sibbe to Sibelius. The change of name is symptomatic of a determination to make a break with the past and with his peasant origins and establish himself in Lovisa.


By 1808 he had been promoted and became the firm’s book keeper: that same year in accordance with the provisions of the agreement at Tilsit, Russian troops marched into Finland and one of their first objectives was Lovisa which was only one day’s march from their base. Presumably Johan watched as the Swedish-Finnish battalion to whom the defence of the town had been allotted withdrew through the west gates without offering any resistance while at the same moment the Russians marched in from the east. In the spring of the following year Tsar Alexander I and his retinue passed through the town on their way to Borgå where he was installed as Protector and Grand Duke of Finland, thus bringing to an end the six hundred years of union between Finland and Sweden. To all practical purposes the change of status that the Russian Protectorate involved, effected little change in Johan’s daily life. He eventually married his employer’s niece, Katarina Fredrika Åkerberg and in 1823 was elected an Alderman.


During the period around 1910 when the language dispute between the Finnish majority and the Swedish minority was at its height, the question of Sibelius’s family origins was hotly discussed. Did he come from the coastal Swedish-speaking Nyland or from the Finnish-speaking interior? As is often the case when complex matters of ethnic origin are involved, the problem is not easily resolved one way or the other. Like everyone else in Lovisa, the Sibelius family spoke Swedish and it is clear that both cultures and languages flourished side by side.


So far then, the family background is a typical one for the Swedish-speaking coastal regions. A little further back, however, Matts Mårtensson and his wife were both from a Finnish-speaking parish; Artjävi and names like Pekkala and Lassila, Finnish enough in all conscience, were common there. It is quite possible, though by no means certain, that they were Finnish speaking themselves. In general, the language border is not clearly defined in this part of the world and in his new home Matts was not included on a list of the Finnish-speaking villagers though like the majority of the inhabitants he may well, of course, have been bi-lingual. Moreover, the fact that he and his immediate ancestors were registered in the Swedish form of their names in church registers does not necessarily mean that they were only Swedish speaking: it was the custom for the priests to use the official language. Be this as it may, Johan Sibelius and his son, the composer’s father, certainly did not know Finnish, and the latter at one time planned a visit to the interior in order to learn some.


Johan Sibelius reflects some of the dynamism and confidence of the period. Throughout the 1830s his home was a meeting-point for the leading families of the town with whom through his wife he had become so closely connected. He was particularly concerned to give his children the benefit of a good education, and in their library, Cicero, and textbooks on Logic and on Geography were to be found side by side. But still, Johan did not forget his peasant upbringing and at Christmas and other holidays he and his sons visited Sibbe to take part in wolf hunting. In some ways, however, his sympathies were with the older generation. His religious outlook, for instance, was sober and rational, unlike so much of the highly charged sentiment of the period. His robustness of spirit and firmness of purpose were inherited, not so much by his own children, but by his grandson, Jean, whose sensitiveness was matched by a strong, unbending will.


Katarina Fredrika brought into the sturdy Sibelius peasant stock a more subtle character for on her father’s side the family was musical. Her father, Mathias Åkerberg, was a doctor of Swedish birth, who played both the violin and the cello, while further back in time it is thought that the family had even boasted a viola-da-gamba player. When he moved from Lovisa to Turku (Åbo) he was active in the Music Society but he ended his life miserably in debt. On her mother’s side Katarina Fredrika also could claim some musical interest. The family had originally come from Sweden. In. her grandfather’s home in the last decade or so of the eighteenth century there was a fortepiano, which at this time must have been a rarity for a small Finnish town.


In September 1836, Christian Gustaf, the third of their four sons and the father to be of the composer, was just beginning his schooldays. He did well academically but appears to have had some difficulty in adjusting himself to the new environment away from home. He did not want to participate in the freshmen’s party as he was told that new boys were forced to drink. He was bullied by his room-mate and wrestled with his fear of the dark. Tormented by homesickness, he wrote: ‘Dear Mamma, write to me often and tell me how you are at home since I am so often thinking of you. There are still two-and-a-half weeks to the holidays which seems to me a very long time, but I will not be impatient but contain myself until Pappa sends word that I may come.’ His schooldays, though, were not without some compensation: ‘On Friday I saw my dear brother, Janne (the seaman, Johan) who on his way from Helsinki to Lovisa passed through Borgå. A Mlle. Kekoni who lives with Mme. Högvall has taught me a piece for the pianoforte but I would beg you to keep this secret.’ Soon after this we learn that Mile. Kekoni had taught him another piece and that his brother Janne, whose ship was anchored off Borgå, had promised to give him his guitar.


Christian’s letters show perhaps a much greater propensity towards melancholia as well as a degree of sensibility than is usual for a fourteen-year-old boy.


From a musical point of view Finland was at a stage in her development where musical activity was predominantly amateur and stimulus was provided by foreign professionals. The leading musical figure in Helsinki was Fredrik Pacius, who came from Hamburg, and taught at the Imperial Alexander University. Shortly after his arrival in 1835 he mounted a performance of The Last Judgment of Spohr, whose pupil he had been, relying largely on amateur forces with a stiffening of professional and military-band musicians. But still there were no permanent musical institutions. Finland had never boasted a princely court or anything comparable around which musical activity on any scale could flourish, and there was no counterpart to the Stockholm Royal Academy of Music, although the Music Society was flourishing in Turku.


In Sweden the first manifestation of musical nationalism had appeared as early as 1786 in the opera, Gustaf Wasa by Naumann who hailed from Dresden, to a libretto by Gustav III’s court poet, Kellgren. It was not until 1852 that Finland made a comparable gesture in the form of Pacius’s opera, King Karl’s Hunt, again the product of a collaboration between an émigré musician and a native poet, in this case Zachris Topelius.


One of the few Finnish-born musicians of the first half of the century with any claims to international attention was Bernhard Crusell, a virtuoso clarinetist and composer. But as a boy he moved to Stockholm and then studied in both Paris and Berlin before becoming an influential figure in Swedish musical life. Apart from Crusell, there were others whose talents never really came to fruition. The most remarkable of them was Erik Tulindberg, whose output included a violin concerto and six string quartets which are surprisingly fresh in invention and thorough in their craftsmanship. He moved in musical circles in Turku but after moving to the north of the country where he worked as an auditor, the creative fires petered out. Much the same happened with


Byström and Lithander, both of them officers. Byström2 composed early romantic sonatas for violin and piano, and taught the piano in Stockholm while Lithander, a fortification expert, modelled his sonatas on Beethoven. From the sociological point of view they can be regarded as representatives of a dawning national musical interest who did not manage to arouse the right kind of response in their home country. Thus, they either gave up composing like Tulindberg, or went abroad. In the 1830s practically the only composer of native birth active in Finland was Fredrik August Ehrström, whose settings of Runeberg both for solo voice and chorus laid the foundations of the Finnish lyric repertoire.


If in Lovisa the Sibelius family were cut off from the musical life of the capital, they were better served musically than in many other towns of comparable size. The main route from Helsinki to Viipuri (Viborg) and St. Petersburg passed through Lovisa, and on occasion some artists broke their journey there to give concerts.


*


A quarter of a century later in the autumn of 1861, the shadows had deepened and the pale Biedermeier colourings of the Sibelius home had faded. Johan had died in 1844 and his widow lived alone in the Lovisa home save for the presence of her daughter Evelina who looked after her. Evelina was intelligent and idealistic in outlook; she was an enthusiastic rather than accomplished pianist and a ready duettist though she tended to confine herself to the simpler classical repertoire. Music was certainly a dominating passion in her life and we find her writing to her famous nephew many years later in 1889, ‘I could live my life all over again for the sake of music, for although my powers are limited, it is at the piano that I have experienced the mystery of existence.’ Outwardly Evelina Sibelius’s lot was not much different from the rather shadowy existence of many daughter-companions of the nineteenth century but later she was to play an important role in her nephew’s musical development. Very early on in his life Evelina grasped the exceptional nature of his musical talent, and watched its growth with sympathy and understanding.


To her other brother Pehr, the composer’s uncle, Evelina wrote of her few concert experiences in Lovisa and asked him for news of musical life in Turku. Pehr Sibelius was a seed merchant there and a keen musical dilettante and amateur astronomer. During the day he saw to his business affairs and assessed the fertility of various kinds of seeds, but by night usually from about two o’clock in the morning until dawn he scoured the heavens with a telescope that he had erected in the garden or played his violin. All on his own he went through the various quartets one part at a time! He also collected instruments and numbered among them three violins, a cello, two horns and two square pianos. As far as music was concerned, Pehr was self-taught but scarcely had he learned his rudiments than he tried his hand at composing. He set a poem, The Morning, in the form of a duet and attempted adding a bass part. Another foray into composition was for flute and string quartet. Here a folk-like melody is given to one instrument at a time, the others remaining silent the while. Obviously, the work was intended for the exclusive use of the composer! Pehr Sibelius’s work hardly even justifies the epithet amateurish: the remarkable thing is not so much what he wrote but that he wrote at all.


The youngest brother, Edvard was already a victim of tuberculosis while the eldest, Janne, had by now become the captain of a barque called Ukko,3 of which he was part-owner; he sailed to Cadiz and on one occasion heard the music of the Turkish janizaries from the fortresses at the entrance to the Dardanelles. He died the year before the composer was born, either in Havana or on board ship in the Caribbean, as a result of yellow fever. Among his belongings was a packet of visiting cards with the Gallicized form of his name, Jean Sibelius. Both the cards and the name were in due course to be put to good use.


The most talented and at the same time the most disorderly of the family, was Christian Gustaf. As early as the 1840s when he was reading medicine at Helsinki his letters home to his brothers concentrate on two things: hunting and money. He was chronically short of money and was even reduced to borrowing for the fees for his graduation ceremony. He seems to have given up playing the piano though he did continue with the guitar and joined the Academic Choir. His sister served as his intermediary in his numerous and complicated love affairs. During the Crimean War he served as a naval doctor to a Finnish flotilla which protected the Finnish coasts against the Tsar’s enemies. His loyalty towards the Tsarist authorities was deeply-felt. In 1855 Christian completed his research thesis in gynaecology and his findings were even drawn on in later gynaecological operations. But he was not able to pursue his scientific researches and ambitions and became a military doctor in the provinces.


At the beginning of the 1860s we find Christian in charge of a crack battalion stationed at Hämeenlinna as well as being the town doctor. He was now in his forties, unmarried and good company; he was in demand at parties in the town and had gracious manners, a pleasant singing voice and accompanied himself on the guitar in the songs of Bellman and Wennerberg. But his colourful way of life absorbed more money than he earned. In spite of the fact that his private practice in the town was growing he did not succeed in making ends meet. He ordered cigars, hunting equipment, cognac, arrack and sherry, mostly on credit, and his debts multiplied. Besides this he was generous to the point of irresponsibility in underwriting loans that he could ill afford.


Even earlier, in Turku, Christian had taken to heavy drinking and in later years bemoaned the fact. He felt that his excessive indulgence had deprived him of some of his capacity for work. ‘My father’, wrote Sibelius, ‘loved his pleasures too much and played cards and so on; we Sibeliuses, once rich are now poor.’ Even if this overstates the case a little, for the family was never rich, it is still basically true. For all his skill and competence Christian was more strongly at the mercy of self-destructive forces than others in his immediate circle. Admittedly he was pulled in the other direction too: ‘It’s necessary to do one’s duty if you are not to go under’, were his words to his sister shortly before his marriage. He did his duty not so much to further his career but rather to prevent any further descent down the slippery slope.


But Christian was by no means an ordinary person. Even if his sister Evelina exaggerated the extent of his musical gifts in a letter to her nephew in 1889, he was undoubtedly musical. His personality, too, had a genuine warmth and impulsiveness that his famous son inherited.


Evelina and her brothers formed a highly individual and widely gifted family; at least four of them showed some kind of creative talent. In Christian’s case his scientific gifts were combined with a genuine if limited musical talent; in Pehr’s there was a stubborn desire to compose combined with a lively astronomical interest; Evelina’s love of music surpassed that of the normal amateur; while even Janne, the sea captain, reveals in his letters a feeling for words that betokens a genuine expressive drive. Among all the brothers there were common traits of melancholia as well as a distinct taste for the unusual. The drive for social status and acceptance that distinguished the father was a good deal weaker in the children. By 1861 seventy-five years had elapsed since Johan Sibelius, the second often children, had left farming; and now his five children had all reached maturity but without having families of their own. A few more years and both Edvard and Janne had died; Evelina sat at home with her mother in Lovisa while Pehr spent the years in Turku going grey in expectation of a comet that never came. The Sibelius family was in danger of dying out and a vacuum was created into which the composer was soon to step.


*


In 1858 we learn that Pehr Sibelius had attended a concert in Turku that had been conducted by the Finnish composer Ingelius. This serves as a reminder of the stride forward that Finnish music had taken over the intervening decades. It was Ingelius who had in 1847 predicted a great future for Finnish music on account of the quality of its folk art. Ingelius’s own symphony, the first known example by a native Finn, is for all its dilettantism and lack of polish, a first step towards the foundation of a national art. In it there is a ‘scherzo finnico’ in a [image: ] rhythm that suggests runic melodies. The work was not sufficiently accomplished from a technical point of view to cut much ice with as professional a composer as Pacius. Ingelius became something of a tragic Hoffmann-like figure and his miserable end—he was frozen to death in a snowdrift—serves to underline the inhospitable conditions with which Finnish music had to contend.


The 1860s saw a further step forward away from amateurish standards when at the opening of a new Helsinki theatre, the central core of the orchestra comprised Leipzig-trained musicians of quality. J. F. von Schantz conducted his Kullervo Overture, the first orchestral piece to be inspired by the Kalevala, while Pacius’s music to Topelius’s The Princess of Cyprus, which moves the action of Lemminkäinen’s erotic exploits to the island of Cyprus in the days of classical antiquity, made some gesture, albeit feeble, in the direction of Finnish nationalism. But the folk-like elements fit more or less loosely in an imported central European idiom. Several decades earlier Glinka had created a genuinely national opera in Russia with Ivan Susanin and Ruslan and Ludmilla; Hungary had a national opera in Erkel’s Hunyady Laszlo while Poland had hers in Moniuszko’s Halka. But Finland had hardly arrived at the stage where one could speak of folk elements being absorbed into an operatic art, for the Finnish element in Pacius’s operas is of little or no significance.


With the erosion of Nicholas I’s conservatism by the liberal winds of Alexander II’s reforming spirit, a more hopeful atmosphere was reflected in the arts which underwent a thaw. The period of the idyll was over and in the wake of Hegelian ideas of nationality, an intense language conflict began between the advocates of Finnish and Swedish. Since the days of the union of Sweden and Finland, Swedish had served as the official language of the country and was the language of the educated classes. In J. V. Snellman, the philosopher and statesman, the advocates of Finnish as the first language of the country, found a powerful spokesman: although his appeals met some response they also aroused considerable hostility among the educated Swedish-speaking minority. Sibelius’s future father-in-law, General Alexander Järnefelt insisted on speaking Finnish in the home but the composer’s teacher, Martin Wegelius, was a firm defender of Swedish, having no intention as he put it, either of giving up his native tongue or of emigrating. For the greater part of Sibelius’s life right up until the 1940s, the language conflict was a serious divisive force in Finnish life.


However, neither the growth of liberalism nor the language question is touched upon in Christian Gustaf’s correspondence with his brothers and sister. So far the Sibeliuses had not emerged from the isolation imposed by the small community in which they lived and thrown themselves into the vital national issues.


*


Christian Sibelius had talked about women to his Latin master at Borgå, none other than the poet Runeberg. Christian had maintained his ideal woman as simple in her tastes, unaffected and childlike. Perhaps he found these qualities enshrined in the person of Maria Charlotta Borg, a priest’s daughter some twenty-two years of age who was the toast of all the students of Hämeenlinna and constantly serenaded by them. In any event they became engaged in the autumn of 1861. According to the local gossip current at the time he seems to have arrived at his choice after an evening of drink spent in the company of the headmaster but even allowing for the fact that he may have noticed the girl earlier, his suit does bear the signs of improvization.


Christian described his fiancée in a letter to his sister Evelina of 5 January 1861, in these terms: ‘She is sweet and at times really rather beautiful. She is as tall as I am, but this is not unbecoming in her; on the contrary she looks quite magnificent. It will be strange to see her alongside our aged mother who is so short and thin.’ But in general his letters at the time of his engagement do not reflect much enthusiasm at the prospect of marriage. He wrote to his mother earlier in the previous autumn, ‘I suppose that at some time or other even I will have to settle down with a companion, for up to now life has brought little happiness with it but rather a sense of emptiness.’


‘A child of nature’, was how Christian described his fiancée and to a forty-year-old doctor perhaps she did seem unaffected and childlike. Whether she matched his ideals of simplicity, however, is another matter. Certain evidence suggests that Maria Borg was a by no means uncomplicated person. Her son Jean, who was known as Janne at home, was later to testify to her naturalness, gentleness and piety but also her very considerable reserve. At certain times this reserve tended to assume the character of withdrawal into herself and a reluctance to involve herself at all with other people. Needless to say it is difficult to say whether this was an innate or acquired character trait since she was widowed so early in life and thrown back on the resources of her relatives. It is puzzling, for example, to see that she does not sign her letters to her son Janne, ‘mother’ or ‘mamma’ but rather ‘Maria’; only once shortly before her death did she sign herself ‘your mother Maria’. Rather than placing herself on an equal footing of friendship, this practice suggests an unconscious attempt to keep some distance between herself and her nearest and dearest. In one of her letters to her son she asks him to write and tell her all that he was doing, save for the part of one’s life that one discloses to no man: ‘No, only to God should we and can we speak of all our thoughts!’ She was also prey to nervous and oversensitive impulses: once, before Jaime’s violin developed a fissure, she had a dream that she interpreted as a premonition. Subsequently the dream recurred and prompted her to question him anxiously as to whether he had not had an accident recently. Evelina Sibelius would scarcely have agreed with Jean’s view of his mother as predominantly harmonious. On the contrary she saw in her sister-in-law a predisposition to view many things in life, such as her brother’s nervousness, with greater pessimism than other members of the family. Maria’s religious feeling sometimes assumed a gushing, sentimental character that recalled the evangelism of her cousin, F. G. Hedberg, whose movement was founded to counterbalance the strict pietism of the day.


On her father’s side Maria Borg was descended from priests and teachers. Her father had been headmaster at the school in Hämeenlinna and held a similar post in Turku before becoming, like his father before him, a priest. The mother’s family, Haartman boasted many well-known academics and government officials including Lars Gabriel von Haartman, a leading political figure of the middle of the nineteenth century. Some of his despotism seems to have characterized Maria’s mother, a priest’s widow, with a will of iron and a somewhat coarse sense of humour. Sibelius was later to characterize the Haartman family as marked by ‘a sense of the realities unencumbered by imagination or grace’.


Maria Borg had some musical ancestors; her father and grandfather were both keen amateur violinists. Maria herself played the piano but does not appear to have kept it up in later years.


Christian Sibelius and Maria Borg were married on 7 March 1862. The bride’s earlier suitors foregathered on the steps of the house to sing their last serenade in her honour. One of those present has described the somewhat melancholy moment when the bride, radiant in her youth and bearing, came out to give them her thanks with the rather shorter, corpulent bridegroom twice her age. A year after their marriage Maria bore a daughter who was christened Linda Maria, and on 8 December 1865 they had a son. The father immediately gave his brother Pehr the good news: ‘I hasten to inform you that my Maria gave birth at half-past twelve to a healthy boy and that she is in the best of health herself…. Dear brother, the Lord has blessed me more than I have deserved.’ The child was christened Johan Julius Christian.


*


From whom did Christian and Maria’s newborn son really inherit his musical gifts? His basic musical talent, the sense of rhythm and melody comes out most strongly on the father’s side, or so argues Otto Andersson, while feeling and imagination seems to have been dominant on the mother’s side. This view however has been challenged by Einari Marvia who has made a comprehensive study of the musical gifts with which the two sides of the family were endowed. In the light of his researches Marvia concludes that the greater part of his musical inheritance came from the mother’s side and their related families. But neither Andersson nor Marvia had access to the collection of Pehr Sibelius’s ‘works’ which came to light only after Sibelius’s death in 1957. Sibelius preserved these all his life although few of his own manuscripts from the time of his youthful Water-drops down to what he wrote of the Eighth Symphony survived the bonfires which warmed his old age. But his uncle’s faltering attempts at composition escaped the auto-da-fé. In sparing them he made what might to some extent be interpreted as a gesture of pride and solidarity, a hint of the ‘we Sibeliuses’ mentality which one senses lies behind his assertion of the family’s early wealth and subsequent poverty. It is as if he wanted to leave behind him some indication of the Sibeliuses’ creativity.


Without doubt the father’s family showed genuine creative impulse. The musicality of the mother’s family found expression mostly in executive ability and a broad musical culture rather than any creative activity. Admittedly one of the family, H. F. Borg, composed in his spare time and actually published a lullaby while one of the present-day descendants is the singer, Kim Borg who has also composed songs and arranged folk-tunes. But the sensitive, nervous intensity that marked Jean Sibelius undoubtedly came from the Borg family. In his mother it took the form of a capacity for total identification with whatever she did and a keen religious sense; with her sister Julia the nervous intensity and religious fanaticism finally gave way to mental illness. Her brother, Otto Borg, also had to contend with nervous troubles. The pathological elements which are often related to genius are thus present in the immediate family. Later on it emerged nearer to hand in the immediate family circle. Sibelius’s elder sister, Linda, developed manic-depressive symptoms when she was forty and never fully recovered but spent the rest of her life in various institutions. After having seen her on one occasion Sibelius wrote in his diary with a characteristic touch of exaggeration, ‘I see in her fate my own.’ He was conscious of his own depressive tendencies and was horrified whenever he encountered them in a more acute form in his sister. In his own make-up the various conflicting forces resulted in a soundly balanced outlook. The brooding introspection that he inherited from his mother was offset by his father’s laisser-aller outlook and a disposition that varied from exhilaration to melancholy.


Thus Sibelius’s musical genius emerged not so much as a sudden fulfilment of a pronounced musical tradition in his family but rather through a happy combination of musical and other contributory factors. As we have seen, he inherited musicality from both sides of the family but they were gifts of different kinds; from the Sibeliuses, they were primarily creative and from the Borgs largely executive. Sensibility and a capacity for inspiration, in other words the artistic disposition, he derived from his mother. But this in itself is not enough: it was activated by the Sibeliuses’ creative drive, intellectual capacity and imagination. Sibelius’s musical gift is not a phenomenon that can wholly be explained in terms of heredity. He even seems to have sensed this himself. When in September 1910 he was girding his loins for the last phase of his work on the Fourth Symphony he confided to his diary, perhaps to pluck up his own courage: ‘You know your belated artistry, your blood in which widely divergent strains flow—but, none the less, a genius is what you are.’






1. On their first appearance place-names are given in Finnish first with the Swedish form bracketed. After this we have adopted the practice of leaving the name in whichever form seems most natural: thus, Lovisa, which is Swedish-speaking at this time, rather than Loviisa, the Finnish form of the name; Hämeenlinna, the Finnish form, rather than the Swedish, Tavestehus, following the same principle. In certain cases such as Turku (Finnish)—Abo (Swedish) where the town was predominantly Swedish in the nineteenth century but is now primarily Finnish-speaking, we have chosen the form most likely to be encountered by modern readers, i.e. Turku. Tr







2. Not Oskar Byström, also an officer and composer, but his father, Thomas (1772–1839). Tr







3. The name given by the translator of this volume to his cat.























CHAPTER TWO


Hämeenlinna and the childhood years





WHEN as a young man of twenty-five, he was studying in Vienna, Sibelius wrote to his fiancée, Aino Järnefelt: ‘Few can have had so sad a childhood as I have and yet it could have been so happy. I have played with fire and have exulted in its flames; I have never thought of the consequences but have only lived for the moment. One day I will show you a picture of myself as a ten-year-old and then you will see how much I have changed.’


The fire, hardly an original figure of speech to which Sibelius had recourse, could possibly have been inspired by Karl August Tavaststjerna’s poem Liberty which Sibelius had tried to set some months earlier.






Burn thyself as I have burned!


Know thyself as I have learned self-knowledge


Without a goal in life!








Without actually knowing it, Sibelius reveals a typical attitude current in artistic circles at the time. Like a dreamer he looks into his soul whose dark recesses are lit by Nietzschean fires. His words about his childhood sorrows reflect a common late-romantic preoccupation. Music’s greatest depths, as Bruno Walter once said, are not fathomed by those who lead untroubled lives. Without doubt Sibelius did not belong to the species of men into whose innermost recesses of mind one could penetrate. When he calls his brother Christian ‘a radiant figure’ he hints at the darker recesses of his own make-up. Characteristically, Christian remembered his own childhood and that of his brother as predominantly sunny: ‘Think of our childhood so rich in memories’ he once wrote when, in the autumn of 1889, Jean was lying ill in Berlin, and he returned to this consoling theme some fourteen years later reminding his brother of their wonderfully happy childhood games! The picture of the ten-year-old Sibelius shows a boy who was just leaving childhood games behind him, indeed when the picture was taken, he had just composed a little piece called Water-drops for violin and cello, pizzicato.


*


Jean, or Janne as he was called by his family, grew up in a fatherless home. As an adult Sibelius had no distinct memory of his father, only the vaguest recollection of his physical presence: he was sitting on his father’s lap and looking through a book which had animal pictures in it. Another powerful recollection was of the smell of cigar smoke which adhered to his father’s coat as it did to practically everything in the home. Naturally, as a child Janne remembered his father far better than he was to do in later life. Shortly after his father’s death Evelina Sibelius wrote to her brother Pehr in Turku: ‘Little Janne I hear has said to his mother, “Won’t pappa ever come again however many times I call him?”’


The composer’s childhood home at Residensgatan in Hämeenlinna was marked by a bohemian atmosphere rather than solid middle-class values. His father had bought books and music instead of bothering about the home; he had hired a fortepiano since he couldn’t afford to buy one of his own. A nickel-plated set of drinking vessels and a decanter were among their few luxuries. His death was the indirect outcome of the severe famines that marked the 1860s. During the hungry winter of 1867–8 when epidemics raged all over the country he was in charge of the isolation hospital in Hämeenlinna and the following summer he contracted typhus himself and rapidly succumbed to it. The two-year-old Janne was playing with a hunting horn while his father lay in his coffin in the drawing-room. When the coffin was carried out, the boy apparently started up the children’s song ‘Run away good reindeer!’


Maria Sibelius became a widow at twenty-seven. She had two children and was expecting a third. With a balance of 12 marks it was she who was left to bear the consequences of her husband’s extravagance. During the last six months of his life the doctor had mismanaged his affairs and all his bills were left unsettled. The rent, medicines, the salaries of their servants, the rent for the fortepiano, the provisions and groceries, largely made up of generous quantities of arrack and cognac, were all unpaid. The debts amounted to some 4,500 marks which were partly incurred by sums that the doctor had lost in helping insolvent friends. The estate was declared bankrupt and Maria Sibelius meekly begged to be allowed to keep ‘necessary clothes and linen together with two white quilts.’ The only steady income on which she could now count, was a widow’s pension of scarcely 1,200 marks. As long as the Sibelius family remained part-owners of the barque, Ukko, she was entitled to a small part of its profits. But her means did not enable her to maintain a house of her own and she was compelled to move back home to her mother, herself a widow. It is said that after the bankruptcy was declared, she kept her head firmly bowed in her mother’s home. In March 1869 the third child was born, the youngest son, Christian.


During Sibelius’s early childhood, the bankruptcy was never discussed in the home although it cast an unspoken shadow over the household. With his father’s death one of the links which bound Janne to his middle-class origins and way of life was abruptly severed. One would have expected him to develop strong ties to his mother but curiously enough, this did not happen; indeed as an adult he reproached himself on this count. Although he loved her, he was at the same time aware of the absence of a really intimate bond between them. She maintained a kind of telepathic contact with her son and worried about his health and welfare, but at the same time was careful to keep a certain distance between them. Janne was in fact far closer during these years to his aunt Evelina. There was even a certain physical likeness between them and certainly in his aunt he felt a response to music and the things of the imagination that was similar to his own. In his heart she occupied as prominent a place as that of his mother.


The head of the household was Jaime’s grandmother, whose forbidding glance was tempered by a robust sense of humour. None the less she always felt that she had never really been as strict with the children as she ought to have been. In addition there were two other members of the household, Jaime’s unmarried aunts. The elder, Tekla, was a hypochondriac and spent a lot of her time in bed; the younger, Julia, was, in Sibelius’s words, ‘quite nice but a dreadful ninny’, a sentiment no doubt inspired by her excessive nervousness and bigotry.


The Borg family, it is said, regarded Maria as having so lively an imagination that her grasp on reality was at times tenuous. Sibelius himself as a child is said to have had difficulty in distinguishing between reality and the private world of his own imagination.


When the summer came, Janne and his brother and sister went to stay with their paternal grandmother and Aunt Evelina. These visits to the Sibelius’s old house in Lovisa or their cottage in the archipelago were the high point of their year. The atmosphere in their grandmother’s home was harmonious; there were handwoven rugs on the floor; their way of life was a little more gracious than at Hämeenlinna; Janne would kiss his grandmother’s hand. His aunt Evelina adored and spoilt him. They rowed together along the shore to a relative who lived near the shipyards where Aunt Evelina went in search of rare French stones down by the wharf, while her nephew launched wooden boats that he had made, watching them sail out of sight. He learned the names of all the sailing ships that anchored out in the harbour while Aunt Evelina told him the story of the hundred-year-old vessel that plied between Finland and Spain, and that was named after her great-grandmother Kristina Juliana. When their boat, Ukko, was sighted all the Sibelius family would go down to the harbour to meet it; Janne was first on board and would climb down to the hold where the scent of various spices was powerful and consignments of oranges glistened in their huge nets. Under the trees in their garden Janne played with his friends, the Suckdorffs, the Gyllings and children from other Lovisa families. Aunt Evelina would sometimes take part in their games and even organize puppet shows while the boys would also play along the walls of the old fort nearby where an ancient cannon from the times of the union with Sweden was slowly rusting away. All through the winter Janne longed for the summer to come so that he could escape from Hämeenlinna to Lovisa. For him the little coastal town was a haven, a symbol of freedom and happiness.


*


As a small child Janne used to creep under the square piano when someone played. He let the music flow over him and related certain keys to colours that were to be found in the handwoven rugs of their drawing-room. As an adult he described the way in which he connected colour and key on more than one occasion. The critic, Karl Flodin, in his memoirs recounts his first meeting with Sibelius when the latter was a student in the 1880s: ‘Before we knew where we were, Sibelius was juggling with colours and keys as if they were glittering glass balls, colours were set resounding and keys glowed with light; A major became blue, C major red, F major green and D major yellow, and so on like that.’


When he was five, Janne sat at the keyboard and began trying to coax simple tunes and chords from the instrument. After a couple of years his Aunt Julia began to teach him the piano but Janne made scant progress. He had much greater inclination to improvise and go his own way than to learn systematically. Moreover, Aunt Julia showed precious little understanding of his particular talents and for every finger slip she rapped his knuckles with her knitting-needle. Her piano teaching left a lot to be desired and the lessons soon came to an end. Even later in life Sibelius never developed a really first-class keyboard technique; ‘the piano cannot sing’, he told his pupil Bengt de Törne and it is true to say that he never penetrated its genius. None the less he spent a good deal of time improvising at the keyboard which became for him a useful working instrument.


In old age Sibelius advanced another reason that might explain his distaste for the piano: ‘When I was a child we had a square piano at home which was about three-quarters of a tone flat. This instrument comprised my whole musical word at the time and when we finally acquired a new one, properly tuned, I found the change deeply disturbing and transferred my attentions to the violin.’ It is clear from this that even early in childhood Sibelius was endowed with absolute pitch and that having built up a tonal world based on an out-of-tune instrument, he found the encounter with the correctly tuned instrument far more worrying than would a normal child. This does not tell us what kind of absolute pitch he had at this time: whether at this stage he was more disturbed by the pitch of individual notes being incorrect or whether it was the out-of-tune chords that worried him more. Certainly in later years there is no doubt that he possessed a highly refined ability to note-name and could even ascribe pitch to birdsong and other natural sounds. Similarly his violin playing was distinguished by the purest intonation and he was able to detect the most refined pitch differences.


By the time he was ten he was displaying other evidence of his musicality. In October 1875 the Swedish harp virtuoso, Adolf Sjödén gave a concert in Hämeenlinna to which Janne was taken. Sjödén included in his programme the Handel Harp Concerto, as well as his own arrangements of a number of Finnish folk songs. After the concert the boy played quite a number of fragments from Sjödén’s programme on the piano at home; some time later he greeted his aunt with a piano improvisation called ‘Aunt Evelina’s Life in Music’, which portrayed incidents from her life. Unfortunately he never committed this embryonic Sinfonia domestica to paper. But apart from these feats of memorization and improvisation, he was beginning to feel the need to work over his ideas and put them on to paper. It is presumably from this year, 1875, that his first composition, Water-drops, comes:


Ex. 1




[image: ]





In spite of the realistic pizzicato, the piece does not really give the impression of being descriptive. Unlike his exact contemporary, Richard Strauss whose first attempts, the Schneiderpolka and Festmarsch reflect life in the affable Bavarian capital, Sibelius composed neither marches nor polkas; and even if he, like Mahler and Nielsen, spent his formative years in garrison towns there is no evidence of trumpet reveilles or other martial elements in his music. He lived in an isolated world which forced him in on himself.


*


It was probably in the autumn of 1872 that Janne was enrolled in Mile. Eva Savonius’s Swedish-language preparatory school. But very soon his musical instincts came into conflict with his schoolwork. His teacher testified to his highly developed imaginative life but found that his thoughts wandered far away from his lessons. He seemed to be listening to some inner music and scribbled the odd musical phrase in the margins of his school books. By way of punishment he was made to ‘stand in the corner’; this consisted of sitting under the teacher’s desk where he remembered having to gaze at the unappetizing sight of her felt boots.


At the age of eight, he was moved from this school and started afresh in a newly founded Finnish-speaking preparatory school. This change was a response to the transformation that Finnish education was undergoing during the 1870s. In 1873 the first grammar school ever to use the Finnish language as the medium of teaching was founded in Hämeenlinna and at the same time the Swedish-language grammar school was closed. For Janne, as well as the other children of ‘the gentry’, this meant learning Finnish. The situation wasn’t entirely easy for him; even if he lived in a predominantly Finnish-speaking town in a completely Finnish-speaking part of the country, he spoke Swedish at home and with his friends. He spent the summers in a Swedish-speaking area, Lovisa, and thus some measure of preparation in a new school was essential if he was to gain a reasonable command of Finnish. In 1876, then, Janne was enrolled in the first form in the Hämeenlinna Normaalilyseo. The school was the showpiece of the ‘Fennomans’, the powerful group committed to the dissemination of the Finnish language and culture, and its staff included many well-known figures. It attracted pupils from the length and breadth of the country and the atmosphere was lively, keen, perhaps a bit hearty.


It goes without saying that in a school where musical talent counted for nothing Sibelius was hardly a model pupil. During lessons his attention wandered to the window or withdrew into inner musical reveries that drew the predictable rebukes from authority. Janne was so thoroughly steeped in the cultural traditions of the Swedish-speaking community that his schooling was to be of particular value in opening his mind to the language and cultural traditions of Finnish itself. In the senior part of the school the Kalevala was closely studied; Janne had known it only through Collan’s Swedish translation. As is so often the case when a poem is analysed to pieces in the schoolroom, the Kalevala made little or no impression on him at this stage in his life but he did come to understand the archaic, often subtle language of the Finnish runes and was perhaps subconsciously at least responsive to their magic. It was not until his year in Vienna from 1890 to 1891, that the full realization of the Kalevala’s power struck him.


The language barrier presented no problems for Janne and his school-friends. One third of them were from Swedish-speaking homes anyway, and his best friend, Walter von Konow, whose father was a colonel, had been his companion at the preparatory school. Walter was a sensitive and imaginative boy who felt himself misunderstood throughout his life. In spite of his good looks, he made little impression on the girls, which did not surprise Janne who once called him ‘a proper old woman’. Walter liked to dance and entertained his friends by adopting various ballet poses. ‘You could have danced all these Pavlovas and Lifars off the stage given the chance!’, Sibelius told him in his old age.


Janne, Walter von Konow and one or two other chosen companions used to meet on Saturday evenings for amateur dramatics. Janne put together plays from themes taken from Topelius and Hans Andersen and sometimes themes out of his own head. The refinements of the plot were left to be improvised on the spur of the moment and those taking part usually had no idea of how things worked out in the end. As director, author and leading actor, Janne had an excellent opportunity of asserting himself and consoling himself for reverses in school. And when the friends formed their own orchestra consisting of a triangle, mouth-organ, a toy ocarina and a set of chimes, Janne was again the self-appointed leader who conducted from the piano with great abandon and enthusiasm.


Janne was a frequent visitor to the Konow family estate, Lahis in Sääksmäki not far from Hämeenlinna. It was very different from his own home; Evelina called it ‘musty’, but it would be truer to say that it was stamped with an air of indolence. Inside the house was warm and cosy, the floors were covered with oriental carpets that the colonel had collected while he was stationed in Russia, and in one of the rooms there was a vast wrought-iron spider’s web hanging from the ceiling. Walter would tell Janne stories and it was this imaginative side of him that in all probability laid the foundations for their lifelong friendship.


Walter von Konow has described how on their country strolls together Sibelius would people the forests with all manner of imaginary creatures: ‘In the dusk Janne would amuse himself by spying all sorts of extraordinary beings in the gloomy forest depths and if the mood took him to be macabre it could be rather eerie to wander through the dark forests by his side peopled by trolls, witches, goblins and the like. At times our imaginations became so fired that when the night closed in all sorts of terrifying shapes loomed out of their dark hiding-places.’


Colonel von Konow had little feeling for music, which he regarded as a suitable occupation for the womenfolk. Nevertheless he appears to have liked Janne and taken him with him on his hunting trips. ‘I have been hunting often in Sääksmäki,’ Sibelius wrote in a letter of 1891, ‘and so I know the forests and countryside well.’ He described something of the atmosphere at dawn when on one of these trips: ‘The fields, meadows and forests are shrouded in a gentle white mist which covers the whole countryside like a mantle of gossamer. Suddenly a woodcock emerges from the mists. It rises straight up and stays quite still for a moment before going its way. With its flapping wings and long beak it looks bizarre against the white haze of the morning mist. The art is to shoot just at the moment when it pauses in its flight.’


Apart from going to Lovisa during the school holidays, Janne spent some time with other relatives nearer Hämeenlinna. He stayed at Annila which his great aunts owned, as well as at Kalalahti and Kantala. The inland lakes in the province of Häme (Tavastland) where bays, inlets, straits and islands all interlock in an unending complex as far as the eye can see, are among the loveliest in Finland. It was through these waters that Sibelius rowed with his friends all the way from Hämeenlinna to Tampere (Tammerfors). Yet even so he longed to be back in the Lovisa archipelago: ‘When the wind comes from the south I can immediately feel the sea; the water has an enormous hold over me.’


After he began playing the violin Janne used to take his instrument with him on his walks in the countryside and improvised out in the open. When in Sääksmäki, he would climb up on a stone by the shores of Lake Vanajavesi and play ‘meandering concertos to the birds’, while on his sailing trips in the archipelago he stood in the prow and ‘improvised to the waves’. He surrendered totally to the fascination of the sea, and sirens and mermaids who lured people to the depths were more to him than just a mere mythological concept.


The most stimulating of his childhood haunts was perhaps his uncle Pehr’s home in Turku. His uncle with his pipe and his long beard would tell him about Wilhelm Ernst and all the other great violinists that he had heard in Stockholm and St. Petersburg, and took him to concerts in the town. Janne loved being with him and regarded his nocturnal violin practice and speculations about astronomy as altogether normal. Nor was he worried by Pehr’s eccentricity which grew apace with the years. His parsimony went to considerable lengths; in his annual tax return, he even went so far as to estimate the value of depreciation of his old fur hat since he had worked out that he would gain a few pence in so doing. Towards his nephew, however, he was generous: Janne’s Steiner violin came from his uncle’s collection.


When he was thirteen, Janne’s paternal grandmother died and among the Christmas gifts for which he thanked his uncle and aunt in 1879 he mentioned a pillow ‘which brings back precious memories of grandmother and which, for this very reason, is the most welcome gift’. In other respects his letter reflects something of the orphan: ‘Thank you for your excellent gift of a penknife, gum and lead pencils, dear uncle and aunt; they are all in frequent use…. The gloves which you sent were too small. Of my other Christmas presents, Uncle Otto gave me a book called The Pilot and Aunt Julia gave me a box of paints; these I think are my best presents. Uncle Axel gave me 5 marks to buy a cap with and among other things I also got two drawing blocks and a bottle of eau de cologne.’ In other words when relatives gave Janne Christmas presents they concentrated on useful things which other children would have received from their parents during the term in the normal course of events. The Sibeliuses lived in modest circumstances and when their uncles came to visit them, Janne and Christian could not help themselves from admiring their ‘princely’ possessions.


*


One of Sibelius’s first books was Topelius’s anthology of poems and stories for children, on which he drew incidentally for his amateur theatricals. A little later he was to develop an interest in the history of Finland and Sweden in particular in the late eighteenth century with its theatre, literature and Swedenborg. In the first decade of the present century he set the poem, ‘Lasse liten’ (‘Little Lasse’) as a tribute to Old Top, as he used to call Topelius, in which the childhood idyll is contrasted with the reality of the world at large. He also avidly read Hans Christian Andersen, one of whose stories inspired a work for chamber ensemble.


The fact that Janne’s father knew Runeberg certainly contributed to the cult of the great poet in the Sibelius household. When he was six or seven his mother took him to see the poet at his home in Borgå but he apparently did not remember much of the visit afterwards, apart from the bird-table that stood outside the window! But later on, shortly after Runeberg died in the summer of 1877, Janne went all the way from Lovisa to Borgå for the express purpose of paying homage to the poet, and placing flowers on his grave. For there is no doubt that Runeberg was his favourite poet; his pantheistic outlook harmonized with Sibelius’s own, and in later life Sibelius admired the poet’s classical restraint, sense of proportion and concentration. But his worship of Runeberg did not stand in the way of his appreciation of other poets such as Stagnelius. In fact during his youth Janne steeped himself in the work of the Swedish-speaking lyrical poets and their influence was a dominating one. He also admired many of the great Swedish poets of the period like Rydberg, and later Josephson and Fröding, but apart from them and his own countrymen, Karl August Tavaststjerna and later Gripenberg, he real relatively little poetry. As far as mythology is concerned, his two main sources of inspiration were Homer and, of course, the Kalevala. But if his taste in poetry was confined to the great Swedish lyric poets of the day, his interest both in the theatre and in the novel were perhaps more wide-ranging.


He read Björnstjerne Björnson’s short stories and Strindberg’s Red Room in his last years at school. ‘Strindberg tore everything to shreds and I adored this.’ He became difficult and a little rebellious; he succeeded in annoying his aunt Julia at the dinner-table with his heretical views. He himself does not appear to have ever undergone any religious crisis. He made the annual trip to church at Christmas with the rest of the family and retained affectionate memories of these occasions later in life. However, when one reads his recollections of his mother and Aunt Evelina, one is left in no doubt that he did not share their views. The nearest thing to religious feeling that he experienced was his awe of Nature. His concept of God was pantheistic, closely related in feeling with Rydberg in his poem ‘På verandan vid havet’ (‘On the balcony by the sea’): ‘On shores, and heaven and sea, through all we divine a God.’ Nor does he appear to have had much interest in philosophy. Conceptual thinking did not come easily to him; he lived intuitively and thought in concrete terms rather than abstractions. His feeling for nature found expression in one practical form; his collection of wild flowers and fauna was the finest in the class, and during the summers he assiduously gathered all kinds of plants and butterflies. Jaime’s moods oscillated between the gayest high spirits and the most intense melancholy. He had a lively sense of humour and an infectious laugh. He never behaved shabbily towards his friends although he was something of a tease, and at times was not above making fun of others’ weaknesses. During his botany and zoology classes he came into his own; he felt himself on more certain ground and made fun of the somewhat eccentric teacher whose favourite he was. But the most essential characteristic was none the less his ‘vein of melancholy, the intense sense of longing and a rare sense of rapture’.


*


In the autumn of 1880 when he was fourteen, Janne began violin lessons with Gustaf Levander, the military bandmaster at Hämeenlinna, and a new phase in his musical development opened. ‘The violin took me by storm and for the next ten years it was my dearest wish, my greatest ambition to become a great virtuoso.’ But neither Janne nor those around him quite grasped the extent of the demands made on a violinist of the first order. His virtuoso contemporaries were on their way to stardom. Willy Burmester, to whom he was to offer the première of the Violin Concerto, had already given the Mendelssohn and Bériot concertos in Hamburg, while Busoni, who was a few months younger than Sibelius, had already made several concert tours, had played to Anton Rubinstein and even aroused favourable comment from no less a critic than Hanslick. Janne embarked on his studies at too late a stage. His teacher, Levander, was hardly another Joachim or Auer although he managed to lay the foundations of technique acceptable enough to enable Sibelius to proceed to more advanced studies in Helsinki. But apart from the question of technique, he was not temperamentally equipped for a soloist’s career. He suffered from stage fright to such an extent that whenever he was about to play he felt a metallic taste in his mouth, and such was his nervousness that on school speech days it was almost necessary to use force to get him on to the stage at all. On one occasion when he was playing for a small gathering at Sääksmäki he was so overcome by nervous shyness that he played with his back to the public. The after-effects of an accident may also have contributed to his change of plans. When he was thirteen he broke his right arm at the shoulder, and coming as this did in his bowing arm, it proved an inhibiting factor, as he testified in 1914 at a rehearsal in New York.


Together with his brother and sister he formed a piano trio; he played the violin, his younger brother Christian played the cello and his sister, Linda, was the pianist. At first they confined themselves almost exclusively to Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven, so that Jaime’s grounding in the Viennese classical repertoire was pretty thorough, so much so that when he came to play the F minor Violin Sonata of Mendelssohn for the first time, he could not bring himself to complete his run-through of the piece. But after a while the family trio turned its attention to the romantic repertoire and Janne came to appreciate its riches. As a good chamber music player Janne was much in demand in Hämeenlinna where there was a lively cultural awareness and great store was set by chamber music. Parties given by Dr. Tigerstedt usually turned into chamber music sessions and Janne was often invited there to play and to meet any visiting musical celebrities.


Many of the Russian officers garrisoned in Hämeenlinna were also musical. Janne made friends with Kostia, the son of a Russian colonel, a gentle dreamy child with whom he had much in common and with whom he exchanged confidences. Janne often went to his home and this contact with the Russian way of life was not confined to the caviar and blinis that he eagerly consumed with Kostia.


Another flourishing musical activity during Sibelius’s youth was the male-voice quartet and in Hämeenlinna concerts of this kind followed each other in rapid succession. Janne can hardly have escaped making the acquaintance of the typical Liedertafel repertoire, mostly Scandinavian and German part-songs together with some folk-song arrangements. In general, however, concerts were rare events; Hämeenlinna had neither a theatre nor an orchestra and when the Turku or Tampere ensembles made one of their infrequent appearances, the repertoire save for some Mozart overtures was mostly light in character. The most memorable events were the visits of leading Finnish singers among whom were Emmy Achté, who was later to take part in the first performance of the Kullervo Symphony, and Filip Forstén whom a few years later Sibelius met again in Pauline Lucca’s salon in Vienna. Instrumentalists were even less frequent visitors. Sibelius’s first encounter with Grieg’s F major Violin Sonata as well as some of the viruoso pieces of Vieuxtemps, Wieniawski and Sarasate apparently came from concerts given in Hämeenlinna by A. E. Westerlind. However, when the Helsinki Orchestra and a Music Institute were founded in the early 1880s, the effect was to stimulate concert activity even in Hämeenlinna.


In April 1885 when Janne was preparing for his final school examinations, the higher schools certificate which qualified its holder for entrance to a university, August Wilhelmj whom Liszt had hailed as a new Paganini, gave a recital in Hämeenlinna, and he was followed a few weeks later by Sophie Menter, a famous Liszt pupil whose programme abounded in virtuoso pieces and transcriptions. Sibelius recalled having been at most of these recitals.


In theoretical matters Janne was largely self-taught. His violin teacher, Levander, gave him his basic rudimentary instruction but the greater part of his theoretical knowledge came from a study of Marx’s Die Lehre von der musikalischen Komposition, which by a curious stroke of fate chanced to be in the school library. ‘When I later came to study in earnest at Helsinki. I found that most of what we were learning was familiar stuff’, he was later to tell Furuhjelm, laying special emphasis on the exhaustive studies of the classical repertoire that he pursued. Judging from his compositions, at this time, his sense of form was already well developed. Where this was concerned, he felt himself on familiar territory; the actual process of learning was but a verification of something that he already grasped intuitively. It seemed to come more naturally to him and developed more rapidly than his harmonic or contrapuntal skills.


It was for the family trio that Janne composed an Allegro in A minor, which finished in C major. There is a short four-bar introduction which effectively prepares the way for the entry of in the main idea on the piano:


Ex. 2
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The closing idea is modelled on the practice of the Viennese masters. In all probability it was to this Allegro or rather the Piano Trio from which it came, that Sibelius was referring in a letter written to his fiancée from Vienna in 1890 in which he speaks of a piano trio that he had composed in 1881, when he would have been fifteen which he thought was quite good considering his age. Another piece to survive but in fragmentary form is part of a movement in E minor for two violins, cello and piano. The [image: ] metre, the ballad-like melodic line and the tinge of melancholy and restraint suggests the influence of Mendelssohn. But the earliest piece to survive in his own hand is a ‘sonata’ in five movements for violin and piano which Sibelius later called a Suite.1 According to Furuhjelm, the Suite was composed some time between 1881 and 1883, although certain melodic ideas scribbled on the cover including a fugue subject from his years in Helsinki, as well as the relatively mature style suggest a somewhat later date.


The opening bars of the first movement breathe an air of Slav melancholy:


Ex. 3
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Tchaikovsky’s influence can be discerned in certain details; the descending figure in bar nine, for example, immediately imitated in the middle part an octave lower against a sustained D in the upper part. The introduction of such contrapuntal detail as a means of enriching a predominantly homophonic texture is characteristic of such Romantics as Schumann and Tchaikovsky. In the following bar Sibelius uses a chord of the seventh on the augmented fourth, G sharp. This particular chord is typical of Tchaikovsky’s harmonic vocabulary and can be found in such works as The Seasons and in Lensky’s aria in Eugene Onegin. It is safe to assume that Sibelius would have come across The Seasons during his youth in Hämeenlinna, since they were popular at this time and were to be found on most Finnish piano stands.


The other composer who served as a model for Sibelius in the 1880s was Grieg, whose shadow can be seen in the following movements, and in particular in the rustic fifths in the left hand of the piano part. But the sonority, too, and the melodic line itself have a colouring strongly reminiscent of the Norwegian master:
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There are imitations of birdsong in the manner of Sarasate, pizzicato and arco at the same time, flageolet and double stoppings; all betray the composer’s virtuoso ambitions. Sibelius doubtless wrote the Suite as a bravura study with himself in mind as the soloist. A somewhat less demanding piece from the technical point of view, the Andantino for cello and piano, was similarly intended for his brother.


A string quartet in E flat is dated 31(!) June 1885 and its first movement recalls the evenings of music-making in the family circle in Hämeenlinna and is distinctly Haydnesque in feeling:
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The Andante with its abrupt harmonic turns does however depart from classical models. The Scherzo in B flat minor on the other hand has an unmistakably late eighteenth-century feel about it:


Ex. 6
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A movement for string trio of the same period shows considerably greater progress. Sibelius himself gave 1885 as the year of composition but the piece could however be of later origin. It begins with a series of chords on the violin and viola marked with a slow crescendo which is broken off by the cello pizzicato:


Ex. 7
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This attack, crescendo and sforzando so familiar from the mature Sibelius assumes a genuine stylistic role in the movement. The use of pedal points and the chord of the sixth is also characteristic of Sibelius’s mature style. The tension is resolved in a descending figure which both in shape and rhythm is related to Tchaikovsky’s themes associated with Fate and Death:


Ex. 8
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In the following idea which anticipates the finale of the Second Symphony there is a triplet of the kind we often encounter in later Sibelius:


Ex. 9
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The ‘Sibelius triplet’ in its most characteristic form assumes the shape of a mordant-like ornament adorning a long sustained note. In this example, too, the harmonic progression, the tonic chord (E flat) followed by the first inversion of the relative minor with an added sixth (A) in the viola part, is highly characteristic. Sibelius conceived the movement as one single whole gradually increasing in dramatic tension. When he arrives at its climax, the ‘Fate’ theme is adumbrated ‘largamente con tutta forza sempre’.


Even if many of these early compositions are relatively primitive, one is none the less struck by their feeling for form and the freshness of their invention and, particularly in the trio movement in G minor, by real traces of individuality.


*


In his grandmother’s home Sibelius’s musical talent was tolerated and indeed appreciated but only in so far as it did not encroach on his progress at school. There was no question of it as a career. Indeed for his grandmother the very thought of music as a profession was anathema. If Janne, like Robert Kajanus nine years his senior, later to be the most eloquent Finnish champion of his music, had left school to take up a musical instrument professionally, his grandmother would have regarded it as a social degradation and a comedown. A similar attitude of mind was by no means unusual in middle-class families at this time even in countries with a much stronger musical tradition.


By the time he was twenty Sibelius was still unsure of his musical path. One is tempted to say that his childhood and upbringing militated against his development as a composer but none the less one hesitates to do so. The rapid development of technical mastery is no automatic guarantee for subsequent artistic growth; the case of Glazunov, another exact contemporary of Sibelius, is a good instance of this. His first symphony written at the age of sixteen was acclaimed by Rimsky-Korsakov as ‘breath-taking, hair-raising in its precocity’; yet in its very accomplishment one might also detect its composer’s limited vision. On the other hand one can well cite the case of Tchaikovsky whose relatively late composition studies did not preclude subsequent mastery. Bruckner again illustrates the relatively slow rate of development of the typical symphonist. In Sibelius’s case earlier tuition might have resulted in more polished juvenilia but this is not to say that it would have had decisive long-term effects. Indeed it might be argued that the slow rate of development during these youthful years helped to preserve the powerful untapped forces which came to full fruition in the Fourth Symphony.


*


The earliest evidence in writing of Sibelius’s musicality is to be found in a letter penned by his Aunt Evelina. When she visited Maria Sibelius at Sääksmäki in the late summer of 1883, she wrote to a friend: ‘I cannot put into words how close these three children are to my heart. The eldest, the musical boy, Janne takes care of me like a grown man. We have had many memorable times together both from his violin playing and from the harmonium we have out here.’ When the summer came to an end and the Sibelius family moved back to Hämeenlinna, Aunt Evelina went too, ‘so as to be able to make music with the children for a couple of weeks’. Even in his late old age Sibelius remembered playing the Schubert A major Sonata with her.


After her mother’s death Aunt Evelina moved to Turku where she lived with her brother Pehr. For a number of years in succession Maria Sibelius and the family were not able to go to Lovisa for the summer and the house there assumed something of the character of a lost paradise. ‘The family still long to go to Lovisa’, Evelina Sibelius wrote, ‘but how and when will they be able to? Life is hard for them now and the children’s upbringing is the principal concern’. High among these concerns was Janne’s progress at school; he played the violin so much that he neglected his Latin prose and at the end of the fifth year he was kept down and forced to spend an extra year in the class.


In the spring of 1885 Janne sat for his Studenten.2 His grandmother has described the strain at home before he was to go to the school to hear the results announced. ‘Now you can imagine janne is full of himself and is awfully pleased, whatever happens whether he gets through or is ploughed, he plans to slip away to Helsinki with the others, they are going on the evening train. Well, we shall see how it all turns out…. He has to have a good head on him if he is to get through that exam. Everybody is rushing about and talking while I am writing and Janne is looking at himself in the mirror.’3 But unfortunately, the air of expectancy was to be disappointed and the letter continued later: ‘Well now they have all been and heard the examination results Mari, poor thing, came back so dreadfully depressed, janne had the poorest results one could have, and she has lost no time in reminding him of this and he, too, seems to have grasped that it is a poor showing, when earlier he had pretended to be satisfied and to my mind the shame he had brought upon himself is well deserved and how things will go with the boy I don’t know, I think, he has no ambition in life.’


His grandmother exaggerated somewhat, for although Janne’s results were far from brilliant they were by no means wretched. He was placed nineteenth in a class list of twenty-eight. His written papers both in Swedish and Finnish were given credits, while he passed in Latin and mathematics. His essay, ‘Gustav II Adolf, founder of Protestantism’, shows some historical insight and a good sense of style; his Finnish reads smoothly and contains remarkably few mistakes or Swedish habits of expression considering it was written in the 1880s. But in his aural examinations Janne fared less well. And in history he was given 6 out of 10 though one might wonder, judging from the quality of the essay, on whether his history teacher, the present author’s grandfather, had a more knowledgeable pupil in such fields as the Thirty Years’ War, the period of Gustav III and the 1808–9 War.


In one respect, however, his grandmother was right: Janne had no special ambitions; he did not want to do anything—except go on with his music, and this was hardly to be countenanced. He made a tentative approach to enroll at Helsinki University and in the spring sought entry to the Faculty of Physics and Mathematics which at this time was the first step towards the Medical Faculty. Perhaps his grandmother had successfully exercised her powers of persuasion and advised the boy to follow in his father’s footsteps. If so, it was not for long; in September he had second thoughts and enrolled in the Faculty of Law. In answer to his friends who asked why he had chosen Law he said, ‘What else could I do?’






1. His change to this effect survives on the original autograph.







2. The examination taken on leaving school, roughly equivalent to higher schools certificate, that qualified the candidate for university entrance. Tr







3. The letter is not grammatically correct in the original. Tr
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